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Community development partnerships for youths offer valuable resources for
school improvement. Unfortunately, these resources may not be tapped because
school leaders have not been prepared to understand these partnerships. The
evaluative research reported partnership-related understanding, aiming to prepare
leaders to contribute to, and benefit from, partnerships. This research employed
case study methodology to derive theories of change from five successful youth
development partnerships. These partnerships’ theories of change provide action-
oriented knowledge for scale-up in other school communities. Among this re-
search’s other contributions are partnership commonalities, indicators of unique-
ness, and partnership classifications. Differences between adult-led and youth-led
partnerships are especially salient. Expanded improvement planning may incor-
porate youth leadership and capitalize on resources provided by partnerships.
Building-centered, or walled-in, school improvement planning, structured by
standards, alignment protocols, and accountability mechanisms, has clear ad-
vantages and benefits. Even so, this kind of planning has inherent limitations.
For example, walled-in planning limits educators’ influence and control over
young people’s out-of-school time, and it inhibits strategic bridge building
toward family and community resources for learning, academic achievement,
and overall success in school (Honig et al. 2001). Absent these bridges and
the resources they offer, schools and their districts often must shoulder alone
the responsibility for addressing students’ barriers to learning. This respon-
sibility includes the increasing costs of student support services for a rapidly
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changing public school population, one challenged by the erosion of key family
and community developmental supports for young people (Wehlage et al.
1989). In short, when the school is a stand-alone organization and its leaders
confine their improvement planning to what occurs within the school’s walls
during the school day, suboptimal results will be normative in many schools.
Fortunately, expanded school improvement models are developing rapidly
to address these several limitations (Adelman and Taylor 2006; Anderson-
Butcher et al. 2004; Epstein 2001; Lawson, in press). These expanded models
retain the best components of building-centered planning while emphasizing
the development of strategic bridges to families, community agencies, neigh-
borhood organizations, higher education institutions, and businesses. The ben-
efits include increases in academic learning time in after-school programs and
extraschool contexts; coordinated efforts between districts and community
agencies to address barriers to learning; and emergent preschool through
college (P–16) initiatives, which increase students’ school readiness and aspi-
rations while simultaneously rallying political support for public schools and
their new connections with higher education (Lawson, in press).
Unfortunately, the bridge building required in these expanded improvement
models is new to many educators, including principals, superintendents, and
district administrators, and even to some of the higher education faculty who
prepare these leaders. Moreover, this bridge building is labor intensive and
consumes important resources. This is especially the case when each external
school improvement constituency requires its own bridge. Such “one-at-a-time
bridge building” with multiple constituencies takes years. Coupled with in-
herent limitations in some partnerships (Anderson-Butcher et al. 2006), this
bridge building is also constrained by existing role systems and personnel
turnover in both schools and communities. Leaders for expanded school im-
provement thus find themselves in a quandary: successful school improvement
depends in part on these bridges, but the several constraints accompanying
one-at-a-time bridge building are powerful disincentives.
Community development partnerships for youths offer an important so-
lution. On close inspection, these partnerships’ missions, goals, and objectives
are at least compatible with school improvement. Many directly reinforce
school improvement priorities and needs. Perhaps above all, these partnerships
offer an important pragmatic benefit. Because these partnerships have con-
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vened many, if not all, of the relevant family and community constituencies
needed for expanded school improvement, a single bridge to a local part-
nership promises to yield multiple resources and benefits for individual schools
and school clusters. This is an immediate benefit. And it also is a lasting one
if the bridging mechanism is successful and the partnership is sustainable.
Other school improvement benefits may follow.
Clearly, school leaders must be positioned to contribute to, and benefit from,
these partnerships. This entails providing relevant knowledge and understanding
about partnership formation, rationales, operational structures and procedures,
and outcomes. The ensuing analysis responds to this need. It presents abbreviated
case studies of five successful community development partnerships for youths,
including their “theories of change.” These theories of change depict the critical
incidents in the development of these partnerships, that is, how they progressed
from their origins to their current, successful status. Together, these case studies
both reflect and advance developing theories about partnerships and collabo-
ration, including their import for school improvement.
Mindful of the variety of youth development partnerships, the analysis
begins with a terse description of the partnership featured here, including its
relationship with other kinds of youth partnerships. The methodology follows,
albeit with a significant omission. Space constraints prevent the presentation
of the literature review and the relevant theory it yielded before the research
was launched. Some of this theory is referenced in the next section, and more
is provided in the discussion section, which follows the brief descriptions of
each of the five partnerships. Considering the implications for school im-
provement provides a fitting conclusion.
A Variety of Partnerships for Youths: Key Differences and
Commonalities
Youth-related partnerships take a variety of forms. Partnerships also change
over time. A brief overview of exemplary partnership differences and com-
monalities enables school leaders to identify timely opportunities and benefits.
Once these exemplary differences and commonalities have been presented,
school leaders will be positioned to appreciate the opportunities and resources
provided by the five Assets Coming Together (ACT) for youth partnerships.
Partnership Differences
Youth-related partnerships take a variety of forms, proceed with different
rationales and language systems, and are structured by different missions, goals,
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and objectives. For example, in some kinds of partnerships, young people
share responsibility for planning and executing the work of the partnership.
In others, and especially over time, they become true partnership leaders
alongside supportive adults (Camino 2000; Jones and Perkins 2005, 2006;
Zeldin et al. 2000).
More often, adults develop and lead community partnerships, but even this
genus of partnerships varies. For example, some are structured to address risk
factors and problem behaviors (Hawkins and Catalano 1996). Others are called
“asset-based” because they are designed to build from individual, group, family,
and community strengths and aspirations, while avoiding deficit-oriented lan-
guage (Benson 1997). Still others are focused on both problems and assets;
they are structured to build from strengths and develop assets and, at the same
time, target risk factors and problem behaviors (Pittman et al. 2006).
Partnership Commonalties
Amid this diversity, five partnership commonalties provide a foundation for
understanding and school improvement planning. First, partnerships convene
individuals, groups, and organizations for coordinated, collective action on
the behalf of young people. Second, partnerships’ missions, goals, and objec-
tives focus on improvements in one or more aspects of young people’s well-
being. Third, a growing number of partnerships are guided by the growing
body of theory and research comprising the new field of (positive) youth
development (Eccles and Goodman 2002)—the same theory and research that
informs the redesign of middle schools and high schools. Fourth, community
partnership leaders strive to engage schools as key partners, albeit with varying
degrees of success (Anderson-Butcher et al. 2006). Finally, successful partner-
ships both rely on and build social capital, that is, solid interpersonal and
network relationships cemented by trust and norms of reciprocity (Warren
2001), and their achievements are indicative of civic capacity (Camino 2000;
Stone 2001), that is, the abilities of democratic citizens to organize and mo-
bilize for collective action and problem solving to achieve common goals. This
fifth commonalty indicates the opportunity for school leaders to use youth-
related partnerships to advance their community engagement agendas.
The Special Features of ACT for Youth Partnerships
The research reported here focuses on the Assets Coming Together for com-
munity development partnerships for youths in New York State (NYS; Carter
et al. 2006; Riser et al. 2006). “Assets” in this title signals this initiative’s emphasis
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on building from strengths and aspirations. The community development focus
emphasizes a community-based and community-oriented change approach
structured to develop new supports, opportunities, and services, which help
prepare young people for healthy and productive adulthood in the realms of
work, family, and civic engagement (Gambone et al. 2002).
Every ACT partnership was structured to achieve the same five core out-
comes. These were (1) enhance and maintain the community development
partnership; (2) increase opportunities, services, and supports for young people;
(3) increase youth engagement; (4) facilitate organizational change; and (5)
facilitate community policy change. Individually and together, these outcomes
are indicative of community change. When these outcomes are achieved, for
example, holistic programs and services have been developed and youth de-
velopment language, concepts, and practices have been threaded into existing
youth-serving organizations, including schools. The question remained: were
these outcomes achieved?
Method
State officials commissioned a team of evaluative researchers to address two
main research questions. Did partnerships achieve targeted outcomes? How
and why did they do so? These questions structured the pursuit of both
understanding-oriented knowledge and action-oriented knowledge. This re-
quired a specially tailored, evaluative research design.
A Multisite Case Study
This study employed a multicase study design (Yin 2003), with the local part-
nerships as the common unit of analysis. Thanks to the recommendations of
state officials, five partnerships were selected to study. These officials recognized
each site as successful in achieving one or more of the five outcome domains.
Their successes notwithstanding, these partnerships manifested considerable
variability. For example, one partnership developed in large urban context.
In contrast, three rural partnerships encompassed an entirely different unit of
analysis—the county system, which consists of multiple villages and towns.
The fifth partnership involved both a large city and county. The researchers
thus viewed these partnerships as representative cases rather than represen-
tative sites (Strauss and Corbin 1998).
The importance of context in understanding the five partnerships led to the
multicase design. Consistent with case study methodology (Yin 2003), an a priori
theoretical understanding informed the research design. More specifically, the-
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oretical understanding of partnerships and collaboration guided every aspect of
the design, including the interview questions; data gathered at sites; and data
analysis, presentation, and interpretation. This study therefore selectively com-
bined a theory of change framework with a case study methodology.
Merging Theory of Change Frameworks with a Case Study Methodology
The two main research questions recommended a theory of change framework
(Connell and Klem 2000; Fullbright-Anderson et al. 1998; Weiss 1997). Theories
of change focus on a practical question. Expressed colloquially, this question is:
how do complex change initiatives such as partnerships proceed from “here”
(the current state of affairs) to “there”—the idealized, future state of affairs?
The resulting “theory of change” logic models are designed to represent how
the partnership originates, develops, and “works.” That is, these logic models
depict causal relations and developmental pathways toward desirable outcomes.
These models are constructed by evaluative researchers, and they are grounded
in empirical data derived from multiple sources (e.g., interviews, artifacts such
as training guides and forms for record keeping, and actual observations).
Three related assumptions accepted by evaluative researchers also merit men-
tion here. First, partnerships are ever-evolving social experiments with context-
specific theories of change, which will evolve with them. Second, evaluative re-
search and the theories of change they generate are recursive. They can be fed
back and, at the same time, “fed forward” to facilitate each partnership and
promote others. Third, and consistent with case study design (Yin 2003), gener-
alizability is framed in relation to the overarching theory of partnership and
collaboration. In other words, these theories of change are not generalizable to
samples or populations of sites developing youth partnerships.
Data Collection
The research team was provided in advance of site visits relevant data about
each partnership. Then at least two members of the research team completed
site visits. Each site received one visit by two researchers. Site visits were
designed to yield archival data (e.g., site-specific training, technical assistance,
records, and partnership development materials) and to permit interviews with
key informants. Two kinds of interviews were conducted at each site. Individual
interviews at each site were conducted with the partnership’s main leader(s):
eight persons in all. Focus group interviews also were conducted with key
stakeholders convened by partnership leaders at each site: 33 persons overall.
No young people were interviewed.
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A theory of change interview guide developed for this study structured both
kinds of interviews. This interview guide was structured to yield local stake-
holders’ theories of change, along with relevant lessons learned, barriers, and
facilitators for partnership development. For example, study participants, in-
dividually and collectively, were asked to document success stories. The interview
guide was structured to enable respondents to engage in a kind of “cognitive,
backward mapping” whereby they traced the progressive development of their
partnership after they described and explained their “formulas for success.”
Data Analysis
King’s (1998) template analysis aptly describes the approach used with the
qualitative interview data. Template analysis proceeds with a combination of
a priori theory and a modified, grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin
1998). For example, a priori theory was instrumental in the development of
the theory of change interview guide, and its questions structured some of the
content analysis. Grounded theory analysis was instrumental in making mean-
ing of data that were inconsistent with a priori theory.
One member of each two-investigator team conducted preliminary content
analysis. Once this was completed, this researcher shared the results with the
other researcher as a quality-control measure after the analysis was completed.
After the content analysis, the researchers developed theories of change from
the data. Researchers developed hypothesized, causal links between critical
partnership features and planned outcomes as rival explanations were ruled
out (Yin 2003). In order further to validate the study findings (Lincoln and
Guba 1985), the theories of change were also shared with the partnership
leader(s) at each site. Subsequently, models were revised as needed.
Challenges and Limitations
A key challenge in evaluating partnerships involves their causal relations.
Because most partnerships comprise complex change initiatives—that is, they
encompass multiple programs, organizations, and diverse people—they usually
develop in a nonlinear fashion. Furthermore, distinctions among inputs, pro-
gram features, and outcomes and interactions among them are often not clear-
cut. Consequently, several of the arrows in these logic models depict causal
relations in two-way, developmental, interacting phases in lieu of linear, one-
at-a-time steps. Thus, one challenge is to capture complexity without sacrificing
clarity and practicality.
A second challenge stems from a lack of consensus among data sources.
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For example, multiple theories of action elicited from partnership stakeholders
are normative (Weiss 1997). In other words, rarely do all of the leaders and
participants in a complex partnership offer the same descriptions and expla-
nations for a partnership’s success stories.
In practical terms, evaluative researchers must work to develop a theory of
change logic model representing one view—the dominant or majority view as
interpreted by the investigators. Once external validity checks involving key
informants from each site have been performed and incorporated (Yin 2003),
multiple theories are deemphasized in favor of identifying and formalizing
the dominant theory of change. In the face of daunting complexity, this un-
avoidable limitation is a necessary, short-term compromise.
The Five Sites as Special Cases
Each of the five ACT partnerships described subsequently was investigated in
relation to its achievements in a designated outcome domain. The outcome
domains and indicators for sites are provided in a standardized format at the
beginning of our representation of each case. Theoretically and pragmatically,
each site thus comprises a unique case. This also means that each site’s theory
of change has unique features because of its causal links to a particular outcome
domain.
Harmony County: Case 1
Harmony County was selected for study because of its success in achieving
the following outcome: enhancing and maintaining the community develop-
ment partnership (CDP).1 Several key indicators were used by state officials
as indicators of success. These indicators included improved collaboration
among partners through increased communication, outreach to different sec-
tors of the community, and involving all partners in CDP decision making.
The following case description and the accompanying figure diagram describe
how and why Harmony County’s CDP was successful.
Structure and Process
This county-wide partnership serves a predominantly rural area (total pop-
ulation under 85,000). It benefited from a long-standing referral relationship
between public and nonprofit agencies, including a number of projects and
trainings over 13 years that focused on positive youth development. Transi-
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tioning to a more formal partnership was facilitated by preexisting trusting
relationships among the partners.
Leadership also played a key role. In the words of one stakeholder: “We
could not have come together without the expertise and caring of the leader.
It was his creativity and knowledge that brought us together and worked out
solutions when we faced an impasse. He brought together public county or-
ganizations and community agencies through offering training in positive youth
development and identified grant opportunities when they arose.”
The county administrator, responsible for servicing, at escalating costs,
26,000 youths spread across this large, rural geographic area, provided the
leadership for the partnership. One aspect of the county administration’s
strategic planning focused on the financial issues related to institutionalizing
youths, with an eye toward innovative and positive alternatives. A fiscal analysis
convinced the county administrator that prevention monies dedicated to youth
development for all youths, not just at-risk youths, would offset institutional
costs.
The adoption of youth-asset language by all partners was a developmental
learning process. This process was aided by years of training and youth-asset
identification exercises. These experiences allowed them to look at youths with
a perspective of “assets versus problems and strengths versus deficits.” Blending
positive youth perspectives changed partners’ approaches in how they iden-
tified gaps in services, conducted needs assessments, directed program imple-
mentations, and communicated to major stakeholders. To quote one partic-
ipant: “Because we had a long-standing referral relationship with each other,
we knew each other and were able to put into practice what we learned in
trainings about embracing positive youth approaches. [Therefore] it was an
easier transition to embrace this approach across county collaboration.”
Integrated County Planning (ICP) formalized the partnership and served
as a catalyst that structured the county-wide strategy for youth development.
The first collaborative effort for ICP was successfully executing an integrated
planning grant that targeted delinquency prevention and placement avoidance;
ICP’s experience with this and subsequent initiatives has allowed the partners
to refine their collaboration processes.
Key Outcomes and Impact
Figure 1 presents this partnership’s theory of change. It emphasizes phases,
instead of steps, to depict processes that may occur simultaneously or share
overlapping aspects. Important aspects include the human services network
that predated the partnership and gave it a common language for momentum;
the legitimacy, structure, and leadership given to it by county leaders’ partic-
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ipation; and relationship building, coordination, and partnership development
facilitators.
The first key impact was reduced competition and the “breaking down of
silos” between collaboration partners. Notably, ICP offered partners an oppor-
tunity to share information and expertise, giving the partners the ability to teach
and learn from each other. Cooperation permitted partners to cross organiza-
tional jurisdictional boundaries in order to respond to each others’ requests.
They voluntarily exchanged information and did not limit their activities to
sharing program information, but they included identifying funding sources and
began a process of service coordination and shared consultation.
Ultimately, the partners described a synergy developing among them that
improved operating efficiencies; ICP partners describe a coordinated division
of labor as well as joint decision-making procedures emerging. They also began
a process of interorganizational alignment for orchestrating, synchronizing,
and harmonizing specialized efforts (e.g., the request for proposals’ [RFP]
location and response, baseline information for needs assessment, letters of
support, shared intake forms, and shared assessment procedures), thereby
decreasing transaction costs.
The ACT initiative allowed the stakeholders to colocate services in four
Family Support Centers. These centers were originally conceptualized to allow
for multiple site service delivery for agencies in this rural county. The Family
Support Center is an identified multiuse “space” existing in a readily ac-
knowledged community institution or building (e.g., a school). The space is
available to agencies serving youths for outreach activities and is also the site
for the ACT programs, the CDP meetings, and CDP partners’ programming.
The Family Support Centers provide a centralized, consistent location for
youth programs for community residents. This allows social and health service
providers to integrate services into “one-stop shopping.” In addition, Family
Support Center staff members provide ongoing technical support, problem-
solving consultation, and resources for agencies and community organizations.
The ICP successfully built a public and private service provider community,
one now aware of identical needs, mutual interests, and common goals. It
developed norms of reciprocity, trust, and supportive interactions that resulted
in a collective identity, a consensus, and the capacity for collective action to
service county residents. The ICP partners describe the community devel-
opment partnership for youths as “moving them toward” efforts for engaging
youths “as part of the solution.” Although their approach has been one of
positive youth development for a number of years, fully engaging youths in
this process has been a new and rewarding endeavor.
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President County: Case 2
President County was selected because it was successful in achieving the second
outcome: increased opportunities, services, and supports for young people.
Several key indicators were used by state officials as indicators of success.
These indicators included new opportunities for young people in family, school,
and community contexts; new or strengthened support services; and new or
enhanced activities promoting positive youth outcomes. The following case
description and the accompanying figure diagram describe how and why
President County’s CDP was successful.
Structure and Process
Covering a mostly rural, yet geographically large and diverse area (total pop-
ulation over 100,000), prior to this partnership, President County had many
organizations, programs, and resources for youths. However, many of the
available resources for youths were viewed as fragmented and lacking coor-
dination. More important, programs and services lacked meaningful input and
participation from youths.
Perhaps this county’s success can be traced to the initial, perceived purposes
of the partnership. Initially, the partnership was viewed as an opportunity to
create a “grassroots” approach to the development of youth services and
supports, one that incorporated youths’ perspectives, ideas, and initiatives at
every stage of the process. To quote one participant: “A key ingredient to our
success has been that it’s a grassroots effort. Connections are made in the
community, key people are identified through CDP partners, and we’ve had
open community meetings. We see who comes forward and go from there.”
Key individuals in the county saw the ACT proposal as an opportunity to
weave several resources together, create new partnerships, and ultimately to
foster a youth-friendly and supportive community. Several specific steps were
taken to foster successful outcomes. First and foremost, the ACT initiative
leaders and key community partners were engaged and coached in the lan-
guage and theory for youth asset development. Community members were
then inculcated to the asset development perspective, enabling the partnership
philosophy and its participants to spread. The leadership’s positive attitudes,
commitment, and boundless energy had a positive impact on the youths and
adults in the community.
The twin components of training and infusing positive youth development
philosophy into program operations set the tone for changing the ways in
which youth development was viewed. These new views led to a more holistic
and youth-relevant approach. External training helped to emphasize and re-
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inforce these concepts for program staff. Staff emphasized the importance of
genuinely integrating the concepts and foundations of positive youth devel-
opment into daily operations and interactions with youths and community
members. This unified commitment to youths was described as the dominant
characteristic of the partnership.
The partnership generated a distinct change in collaborative relationships.
This was the shift from a process orientation (partnerships for the sake of
partnerships) to a results orientation (partnerships are a means to specific
outcomes). This shift was described as being evident in the greater emphasis
on organizational collaboration and partnership over long periods of time.
Prior to this shift, partners usually expected more immediate results, which
did not advance opportunities or supports for youths.
A results-oriented, developmental strategy proved to be useful. Keeping
their “eyes on the prize” represented by the partnership’s outcomes, leaders
strived to develop a strong partnership foundation while focusing on short-
term, progress indicators such as the offering of new programs and services.
As leaders pondered questions about which programs and services to offer,
they looked for participatory and representative planning and decision-making
structures. Finding none that was satisfactory, they developed a unique, suitable
alternative.
Their solution was to develop local, community-based youth-adult part-
nership “councils.” Viewed as genuine partnership mechanisms between
youths and adults in the community, these councils were led by one youth
and one adult. These cochairs were selected via a partnership-led recruitment
and screening process involving an application and interview. Each chosen
youth cochair was also paid a modest stipend for three hours per week.
Financial compensation for the youths in leadership positions was viewed by
the coordinator and staff as central to the success of the councils. It was felt
that youths took their positions more seriously and viewed them as valuable
opportunities for growth and learning. Two quotes indicate the importance
of these councils: (1) “We tried not to use a cookie-cutter approach when the
councils were getting started. We really wanted each council to develop on
its own with youths leading the way. And sure, not all the adults in the
partnerships were used to letting the youths lead. But that’s where our role
comes in—to provide assistance and support them in being youth centered.”
(2) “The councils reached multiple levels of the community with positive youth
development. They did this by focusing on what it is and why it’s important
to be involved in youth asset building.”
At first, only a few councils were envisioned, with the county divided up
into larger geographic sections. Because of the extensive geographic range of
the county and the subcounty identity of town residents, this initial strategy
was altered. Ultimately, seven councils were developed; each was identified
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with a subcommunity within the county. The seven councils were viewed as
a creative way to address the geographic scope and diversity of the county,
while also maximizing youth and adult participation through a decentralized
approach to youth development. Over the five-year period, these councils
developed in different directions, with unique structural and functional char-
acteristics that best met their unique, local environment. Most were described
as successful, while at least one continues to struggle. The independent nature
of the council structure allowed each group to focus on the development of
programs and services for youths in a specific subcommunity or geographic
area.
Mentorship of youths and training of adult cochairs by the partnership’s
leaders was a central mechanism by which youths were supported. It is perhaps
in this area that the language of asset theory and positive youth development
was best operationalized. Trainings provided to the cochairs were interactive,
nondidactic, and youth-focused. All interactions were consciously entered into
with a spirit of humility and respect for the youths. A primary goal for the staff
was, in one person’s words, “to bring out the best in youths.” In a few instances,
this approach was met with initial resistance from the adult cochair but was
successfully mediated through technical assistance and ongoing support from
the local partnership staff that emphasized developmental mentoring.
Beyond programming and activity planning, a common goal among the
councils was, in one person’s words, to “portray youths in a positive light”
and work to change community stereotypes about the inherent potential of
youths. This goal was supported by the partnership, matching its objective to
provide public education and awareness of youth development issues: com-
munity education was provided to various target audiences (e.g., community
groups, schools, agencies) to convey the importance of positive youth devel-
opment. Often these community sessions included the provision of technical
assistance focused on the meaning and significance of positive youth devel-
opment. This technical assistance responded to adults’ need to view youths
as assets and leaders.
The partnership program coordinator and the two full-time staff initially
viewed their role as twofold: (1) to facilitate and support the councils through
youth leadership training, mentorship, and technical assistance and (2) to
develop and support the community partnership process under the aegis of
the County Youth Development Initiative. Later, when the youth councils
were established, these three leaders added a third role. The coordinator
assumed primary responsibility for cross-council communication.
The partnership members view the increased quantity of programming and
activities for youths in President County as an unqualified success. They also
emphasize the depth of activities and opportunities now available for youths
as a direct result of the partnership. The depth of activities was defined as
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the diversity and quality of supports available for youths as well as attendance
and participation in a variety of sponsored activities.
Key Outcomes and Impact
Figure 2 presents this partnership’s theory of change. As indicated in figure
2, the presence of several highly dedicated and experienced individuals in the
county paved the way for the eventual success of the ACT program. The
most significant outcome achieved by the President County partnership was
the development of the seven youth-adult partnership councils, which in turn
created an environment in which opportunities, services, and supports for
youths could flourish. Such meaningful partnership between youths and adults
was not present in the county prior to implementation, and staff reported
tremendous success in changing public stereotypes about youths and spreading
the message of positive youth development.
Each council was “youth-centered,” meaning that within the partnerships,
youths were given primary responsibility for the direction and planning of the
council and its accompanying services, programs, and activities. Partnership
staff encouraged youths to collectively determine council decision making and
mentored each council in navigating meaningful youth-adult relationships as
well as community-partnership relations.
The President County partnership managed successfully to develop numerous
partnerships with community-based organizations serving youths. These or-
ganizations were community providers (e.g., alcohol and mental health or-
ganizations, etc.) and public providers and commissions (e.g., school systems,
county commission, etc.). Schools became important partners in that training,
and collaborative workshops were provided in the schools; in turn, partici-
pating schools slowly shifted toward a more youth-friendly, asset-building
environment.
Since the inception of the partnership, adults in President County are more
accepting of an empowered youth presence, and today the philosophy of
positive youth development is part of the social landscape. Whereas youths
had been perceived as being problematic or challenging, many in the com-
munity now value youths’ participation, view youths as assets, and acknowl-
edge the value of organized services, supports, and resources for youths.
Urban Borough: Case 3
This large city’s borough was selected because it was successful in achieving
the third outcome: increased youth engagement. Several key indicators were
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used by state officials as indicators of success. These indicators included new
opportunities for young people to contribute to their community, especially
opportunities for service work, advocacy, and leadership. The following case
description and the accompanying figure diagram describe how and why
Urban Borough’s CDP was successful.
Structure and Process
Situated in New York City, this partnership was situated in a borough of over
two and a half million people. It is the result of a collaborative effort among
four key partner agencies, all viewed as the lead organizations, with up to a
dozen others serving as secondary partners. Together they met several chal-
lenges. For example: “Resources were limited. We had a can-do philosophy.
We had to make a way out of no way.”
The four core partners in the ACT initiative were able to reach consensus
quickly about the vision and mission of the program. The partnership was
envisioned, in one participant’s words, as “an entrepreneurial program in
which youths plan, develop, and implement independent social enterprises.”
The partnership was also committed to giving youths a “safe space” to be
creative, learn new skills, develop leadership knowledge, experience positive
peer interactions, and codesign and create meaningful activities for youths in
the community.
From the outset, youths were empowered by staff to engage in a partici-
patory process that extended to all levels of the organization. Three direct
quotes from participants are indicative of an inclusive, youth empowerment-
leadership philosophy. (1) “ACT 4 Youth empowers youths to be creators—
rather than consumers—of their culture.” (2) “Everyone is welcome here.
That’s a key to our strength.” (3) “They’re proud to be here. Participation is
viewed as an honor.”
Youth leaders were employed in the program, which is another important
way to engage, retain, and support youths. Specific evaluative processes were
put in place that enabled partnership staff to evaluate youth interns and also
allowed the youths to evaluate the partnership in return. Youth interns were
given a manual of responsibilities and expectations around appropriate be-
havior. This high degree of structure (operationalized via standards and rules)
was viewed as a critical component of the partnership’s success in youth
engagement.
Additionally, youths participated in the creation of standards and behavioral
rules and provided peer monitoring of their clear and consistent implemen-
tation. Although youths received ongoing support and guidance from adult
staff, interns ultimately were responsible for shaping the direction and focus
Youth Development Partnerships and School Improvement
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FIG. 3.—Initial phases in the Urban Borough’s theory of change
of programs and services. A continuous evaluation strategy enabled staff to
make ongoing adjustments, shifts, and changes as necessary. This flexible
programming approach was developed as a direct response to the rapidly
changing interests of youths and the need for youth participation in planning.
Key Outcomes and Impact
Program and service results included (1) a significant increase in the sheer
number of youths served through ACT programs; (2) youths involved in a
variety of services and programs, including eight core programs; (3) youths
from other areas of the city involved because the partnership has become a
city-wide magnet; and (4), as a direct result of the Youth Court involvement
with the school system and the partnership’s collaborative relationship with
schools, a small new high school was established.
Figures 3 and 4 present this partnership’s theory of change. Highlighted in
these figures are important aspects of this partnership. These aspects include
the development of effective youth-adult learning systems and structures; the
provision of training and technical assistance to adult staff; the recruitment,
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orientation, and preparation of a core group of youth leaders; the provision
of ongoing mentorship and support to these youth leaders; the provision of
programs and services for youths; and the preparation of youths as evaluators.
The partnership’s internship program both reflects and promotes youth lead-
ership and engagement. As a result, youth interns have become more involved
in community youth activism and advocacy.
This partnership has had an organizational impact on its host agency. Center
staff report the core ideas of the partnership’s asset development approach
have been influential agency wide and have transformed its identity into a
thriving community center for youth development. The partnership also has
influenced the schools, particularly through one high school. The relationship
between the high school and the ACT partnership is a particularly beneficial
one for both parties, and, according to the ACT coordinator, the school “is
an example of how the positive work done by ACT has been institutionalized.”
The school was also described by ACT staff as a “living laboratory” for ACT
ideas and approaches to positive youth development.
The success of the program in creatively leveraging Americorps funds to
supplement its ACT funding led to new creative ways of thinking about col-
laboration and approaches to youth development. The formal partnership
with Americorps allowed for leveraged funding and also provided 10–15
youths per year with internship opportunities. Additionally, the social mar-
keting and promotion of the message of positive youth development and the
partnership’s successes were essential ingredients for garnering community
support and attaining sustainability.
Valley County: Case 4
Valley County was selected because it was successful in achieving the fourth
outcome: organizational change. Several key indicators were used by state
officials as indicators of success. These indicators included changes among
community organizations and institutions reflecting youth development prin-
ciples, including changes in organizational structures, philosophy, tools, and
physical environments. The following case description and the accompanying
figure diagram describe how and why Valley County’s CDP was successful.
Structure and Process
The Valley County partnership was located in a rural county with a population
of less than 50,000 people. The human services network in Valley County
Lawson et al.
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was instrumental in the success of the partnership. This network predated the
partnership by at least 15 years. While this was loosely organized, providers
knew and trusted each other. According to one member, “This network meets
monthly for 10 months of the year. Everyone in human services is invited via
an established mailing list. Typically there’s a speaker, and there’s also time
for sharing informally.”
As the partnership developed due to the ACT initiative, it resisted efforts
to import wholesale other organizational and program models. Partnership
members focused on the best structures, dynamics, and models for Valley
County’s special needs, opportunities, and features. As a result of these focused
discussions, the partnership broadened its perspective to include organizations
other than human services. In one member’s words, “We’ve now broadened
the invitation list. Now everyone says ‘invite the world,’ and we’ll see who
comes and how it will work. This is a whole new way of seeing possibilities
for ways that undiscovered and unanticipated things can develop.”
Cross-boundary leadership was critical, and the ACT/CDP manager pro-
vided it. To quote one participant: “Given the diversity among the partners, it
took an ACT manager to convene and integrate them. He did this and got the
difficult people, like superintendents, to participate and fill out the paperwork.”
Members of the partnership were committed to an overriding vision and
unified purpose: “It’s about the kids.” This young-people-first vision and pur-
pose became the Valley County ACT mantra, and it helped transcend indi-
vidual motives, needs, and interests. In fact, all of the partners shifted to a
“kids first” program and service planning orientation. Instead of expecting
youths to come to them and their preferred sites, they provided services at
locations that were identified as being accessible, wanted, and needed by
youths.
Organizational changes in support of this new mode of operation followed
suit. Partners developed structures and processes for ongoing trust and honest
communication and also for building mutual awareness and consensus. As a
result, service providers developed different perspectives on each other and,
in turn, different views of programs, even those once viewed as controversial
(e.g., family planning programs). In addition, agencies learned how to adapt
programs and services to fit other agency environments, missions, values, and
clientele.
Schools and district offices were initially difficult to engage, but relationships
with them improved as the partnership developed a positive, unique, and
appealing identity. To quote one partner, “Kids and parents see ACT as a
valuable resource.”
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Key Outcomes and Impact
Figures 5 and 6 present the Valley County partnership’s theory of change.
Highlighted in these figures are aspects of the human services network that
predated the partnership and gave it momentum and structure: the legitimacy
given it by the former county commissioner of social services and key legis-
lators, the leadership provided by the partnership manager, the impetus pro-
vided by the Youth Advisory Council, and the partnership infrastructure’s
vital role. In fact, this county’s infrastructure is a significant innovation. As to
the organizational impacts of these efforts, several organizations identified the
partnership as the cause for developing new, positive identities. A few partners
reported the partnership as providing their agencies with the means for “turn-
ing around” unfavorable reputations. To quote one participant: “Adult staff
now are known as ACT people. In short, kids and parents see ACT as a
valuable resource.”
Some partners (e.g., nonprofits) have recast jobs, roles, and responsibilities
and offered “in kind supports” to keep programs and services operational
when the grant funding ends. People and organizations are beginning to reap
“collateral” or unanticipated benefits (e.g., access to new resources); as these
benefits are identified and shared, they may strengthen commitments and help
recruit others. For example, schools, once viewed as barriers, are offering
personnel and facilities for ACT programs and are also enhancing program
efficiency, effectiveness, and sustainability.
As for the interorganizational impacts of these efforts, ACT has developed
its own, positive identity as the Valley County Collaborative Community Part-
nership for Youth. This identity unites the participating organizations. The
partners have developed an infrastructure, which effectively provides an op-
erational umbrella for leadership, management, and governance. Examples
include structures and norms for shared decision making, problem solving,
conflict resolution, and resource allocations. Figure 7 depicts the infrastructure
for this partnership, which is a significant impact and innovation because it
facilitates interorganizational relations. In fact, it is an exemplar for other
partnerships.
The partners have developed a new partnership infrastructure that is based
on timely information and driven by accountability imperatives. It includes
formal reporting formats and requirements as well as comprehensive, concrete
work plans; all promote mutual accountability, responsible management, and
effective meetings and decision making. The ACT partners participating in
this evaluation perceive that the partnership, its leadership, and its infrastruc-
ture are effective; they expect more of the same in the future. For example,
joint grant writing and contract acquisition have developed among the agencies
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FIG. 7.—Four vital, interacting components of Valley County’s ACT partnership infrastructure
with explicit reference to ACT. Some partners refer to their grants are “mini-
ACTS.”
Additionally, the partners have made progress in developing and imple-
menting a shared intake form and in sharing information about youths. The
partnership developed capacities and “a reach” it did not anticipate. In the
words of the partnership leader, “This is a huge grant for this county, involving
the money and scope. We did it, and we did it well. And so, we’re not afraid
of big grants anymore. We’re better than we gave ourselves credit for. So, it
didn’t just empower youths, it empowered the adults. It also enabled people
in Valley County to see and say ‘we have assets.’ People actually talk together
and work well with each other.”
Lake County: Case 5
Lake County was selected because it was successful in achieving the fifth
outcome: community policy change. Several key indicators were used by state
officials as indicators of success. These indicators included policy changes
reflecting youth development principles in community institutions such as
schools, townships, city government, and county government. The following
Youth Development Partnerships and School Improvement
26 American Journal of Education
case description and the accompanying figure diagram describe how and why
Lake County’s CDP was successful.
Structure and Process
Initially, 28 agencies formed an adolescent sexuality and pregnancy prevention
network. This network functioned within a county having a population of
over 900,000, including a major city. The network was comprised of com-
munity-based, not-for-profit organizations that utilized a common strengths-
based language but did not have a clear vision for action. The ACT initiative
facilitated the network’s expansion into a county-wide collaboration. The net-
work enjoyed broad-based agency support, but it did not include community
leaders. A conscious decision was made to include and obtain “early buy-in”
from community leaders and funding sectors. In this way, the ACT initiative
acted as a unifying catalyst for the city and county with the formation of the
County Youth Development Partnership (ACT/CDP). The core membership
included representatives from the highest city and county leadership, city and
county schools, county public agencies, and community coalitions. In this
configuration, the partnership incorporated county-wide leadership support
for initiatives and access to public human service agencies; access, support
and knowledge of schools; and access to agencies and communities through
the United Way and community coalitions.
Early in its formation, ACT/CDP researched and identified a framework
for community policy change. They adopted the Search Institute’s Positive
Youth Development and Asset Building approach, including this approach’s
contributions to community-wide mobilization and capacity building. Inclusive
in this framework is ACT/CDP’s commitment to “research-based, data-
driven, and outcome focused strategies.”
The members engaged in a self-training process around organization and
community capacity building and positive youth development. Once trained,
leaders then provided information, training, and technical assistance to schools,
youth-serving organizations, and community groups.
Shortly after the formation of ACT/CDP, the NYS Office of Child and
Family Services directed all New York State County offices to provide inte-
grated youth services; ACT/CDP was an important partner in these efforts
and influenced the county’s restructuring of youth service goals to include the
positive youth development framework. Concurrently, United Way was shifting
to mandated performance indicators for member agencies; ACT/CDP was
also influential in United Way adopting performance indicators based on
positive youth development. The ACT initiative provided a unifying entity
for members to break through agency silos and county/city political divisions,
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and ACT/CDP was an important catalyst that unified county-wide youth
service providers with a common language and approach and that initiated
performance expectations that measured youths’ assets.
Communities were directly engaged in community mobilization and ca-
pacity building through trainings and technical assistance consisting of an
array of services. These included understanding and implementing positive
youth development, how to perform asset evaluations, coalition building, co-
ordinating community advocacy, and measuring success. The focus of ACT/
CDP was for stakeholders to understand community power structures and to
develop strategies that would influence policy makers and make them more
accountable.
Key Outcomes and Impact
Figures 8 and 9 present ACT/CDP’s theory of change. Figure 8 depicts the
developmental phases in ACT/CDP’s successful partnership. Important as-
pects of this partnership include the human services network that predated
the partnership and gave it a common language for momentum; the legitimacy
and structure given to it by deliberate leadership choices; relationship building
and impacts on major community sectors; and raising youth organization and
community awareness, capacity building, and mentoring activities. Figure 9
represents the critical phases of ACT/CDP in its operations and growth.
The focus on research from ACT/CDP has made an important impact in
Lake County; ACT/CDP introduced data-driven change to county decision
makers who now rely on the collaboration to provide expertise and technical
support county wide. It is the identified county resource for assistance to
agencies and community groups for developing improvement goals and per-
formance measures.
An important community policy change involves the allocations from city
and county funding sources. United Way, Lake County public benefit offices,
and the Lake County youth-serving public offices require youth providers to
include performance indicators based on asset building and organizational
continuous improvement. United Way also trained investment volunteers who
now utilize asset language for determining funding levels to member agencies.
Organizations receiving funding from these sources now employ a common
instrument for measuring improvements. This improvement measurement was
introduced by ACT/CDP. Additionally, these funding requirements resulted
in over 100 youth-serving agencies, including faith-based groups, focusing on
positive youth development. And, a direct result of ACT/CDP’s focus on
engaging youths and influencing community policy change, youth represen-
tatives are now voting members of funding sources’ allocation committees.
28
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Strategies to include city and county school districts resulted in boards of
education, superintendents of schools, and school districts partnering with
ACT/CDP and adopting the positive youth development framework. This
allowed ACT/CDP to promote collaboration across school systems. The re-
sults are impressive. The 30 schools across the district and individual schools
within districts were unified in a common youth framework for the first time.
Follow-up school-community capacity building by ACT/CDP connected
school districts and individual schools with community agencies and coalitions.
As a result of this school-community capacity building, collaborations are
ongoing that span multiple systems at multiple levels.
Concurrently, during the first three years of the grant, ACT/CDP paid for
youths’ skill building. Sixty youths per week came from suburbs and the inner
city to learn advocacy and policy change skills. They were encouraged to
return to their schools and engage in constructive organizational change. In
some school districts this strategy of simultaneously targeting high-level de-
cision makers and grassroots populations resulted in school policy changes.
Youth representatives are now members of school boards and the Youth Board.
In addition, ACT/CDP was successful in identifying and improving gaps
in youth services by employing research and building community capacity.
For example, ACT/CDP identified the unavailability of after-school programs
operating after 4:30 p.m. A community-based approach was employed that
empowered a community coalition to realize goals and attain resources in a
competitive funding environment. The community coalition now shares com-
mon policies, data, and benchmarks for success. The coalition members also
share a common language for communicating with school districts. Further,
ACT/CDP used resource mapping technology to provide the coalition with
RFP advantages. A number of agencies were able to identify funding sources
and were mentored through the RFP response process. Results have included
an increase in agencies receiving funding from a NYS public youth office that
was matched by Lake County funding. Consequently, the number of after-
school programs that provide academic and recreational programs increased,
as well as hours of service extending beyond 4:30 p.m.
A related community capacity-building outcome was ACT/CDP engaging
25 African American ministers and their parishioners in community organi-
zation training and mentoring. Each church adopted a school block that
formalized its connection to the school. Churches are now providing wrap-
around after-school services. This innovation is especially salient in that after
school-services are not provided by or in the schools. Providing these youths
a coordinated, safe place to engage in recreational and academic programs
“keeps kids off the streets” and locates positive youth development in the
community.
An important community mobilization and capacity building impact was
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the training and technical assistance ACT/CDP provided to an adult/youth
coalition. The target was an increasing number of youth murders in one
African American community. Police assumed that all youth murders in this
community were gang related and conducted only cursory investigations. The
coalition received training and assistance that resulted in improved relation-
ships with the police and a newly created homicide unit. Youth murders are
now investigated appropriately. This is an especially successful outcome given
the dire fiscal crisis existing within the city and county government. The
coalition was also successful in mediating a truce between gangs and is involved
in establishing local after-school recreational programs.
Discussion
The partnership literature (when tends to focus on relationships among or-
ganizations) and the collaboration literature (which tends to focus on rela-
tionships among people) are alike in their emphasis on core features of suc-
cessful initiatives. These core features include trusting relationships, norms of
reciprocity, social capital development, shared language, common visions, mis-
sions and goals, pooled resources, effective communication and coordination
mechanisms, collective efficacy, and “generativity,” which is manifested in the
innovations developed by the partnership (Bardach 1998; Camino 2000; Clai-
borne and Lawson 2005; Lawson 2004; Mattessich et al. 2001). These core
features, interspersed throughout the data for these five sites, also are evident
in the theory of change diagrams.
Anticipating and Explaining Uniqueness
Amid these commonalties, each theory of change has unique features because
each site is unique and its theory of change is linked to a particular outcome
domain. While some such uniqueness is a predictable result of this study’s
methodology (Weiss 1997), the related literature identifies, describes, explains,
and predicts the factors and forces associated with such uniqueness (Lawson
2004; Mattessich et al. 2001). Notably, collaboration and partnership initiatives
like ones underway in these five ACT sites exhibit at least four related kinds
of dependencies.
First, partnerships are dependent on, and influenced by, the local histories,
local cultures, and unique features of the places where people live and work.
For example, the possibilities, opportunities, barriers, and constraints in urban
sites differ from those in rural sites. The data derived from this study’s two
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urban and its three rural sites follow suit. Each partnership clearly is tailored
to, and shaped by, its local context.
Second, partnerships are dependent on, and influenced by, the partnership
membership. Both organizational partnerships and collaboration among people
fundamentally depend on achieving the “right mix of stakeholders” (Lawson
2004). This mix varies by sites and over time. The data from the five part-
nerships follow suit. Similarities and commonalties among the five sites not-
withstanding, the differences described in the five cases are also striking. For
example, schools are center stage in some partnerships, while in others schools
are latecomers and even resistors.
Third, partnerships are influenced by timing, organizational readiness, and
overall site capacity—and especially by leadership. For example, what one
ACT partnership could accomplish in year one was not possible in another
site until year four. In this context the remarkable progress made by the Urban
Borough site and the Lake County site is noteworthy. A combination of re-
markable leadership and site readiness probably accounts for this progress. A
special genus of leadership is an important facilitator. This leadership is col-
laborative because it is shared with other persons, distributed because it crosses
organizational and community boundaries, and adaptive because it changes
as new developments warrant (Lawson 2006).
Fourth, partnerships are dependent on resources, supports, and assistance
provided by local organizations, communities, and governments. This resource
dependency is related to the partnership’s perceived legitimacy among policy
makers and funding agencies. In turn, partnership sustainability hinges on both
resources and legitimacy. Additionally, resources provide a powerful way to
discipline partners, that is, persuading them to adopt common philosophies,
implement identical protocols, and respond to the same accountability structures.
This rather complex relationship involving both legitimacy and resource
dependency is tied in part to a partnership’s history and development. For
example, while all five sites benefited from grants, some partnerships predated
these grants (e.g., Valley County, Lake County). Thanks to their histories, they
enjoyed some measure of resources and legitimacy. Partnership development
in these two sites thus has a different trajectory than development in the other
sites.
In summary, all four partnership-related dependencies have been instru-
mental in the development of the five, somewhat unique theories of change.
This finding, manifest in the case descriptions, is no less important because
salient theory predicts it. Future partnerships involving schools and commu-
nities may proceed with desirable diversity in mind.
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Partnership Classifications
Two classification systems for partnerships derive from these data. One derives
from the relationships among participating organizations: some are collabo-
rative and others are coordinative. The other derives from youths’ roles, re-
sponsibilities, power, authority, and leadership opportunities. Here, youth-led
partnerships contrast with adult-led partnerships.
Partnerships are, in effect, interventions (Roussos and Fawcett 2000). Once
this status is granted, classification systems like these enable researchers, prac-
titioners, and policy makers to determine whether a partnership intervention
matches the problem to be solved. This intervention-oriented logic also enables
adjustments in partnership structures and operational processes.
Collaborative versus coordinative partnerships.—The partnerships in this study may
be classified as coordinative or collaborative (Lawson 2003). Collaborative
partnerships are marked by explicit, interdependent relations among partic-
ipating organizations. In other words, partners are aware that none can achieve
their missions and goals unless the others also achieve theirs. Harmony, Valley,
and Lake Counties appear to have achieved this status.
The other two sites, in contrast, operate as coordinative partnerships. Here,
participating partnerships harmonize and synchronize their efforts, pool re-
sources, and clearly have developed a shared identity. However, there is no
evidence at this time of the kinds of firm, interdependent relationships char-
acteristic of collaborative partnerships. This coordinative descriptor identifies
these partnerships as different, not inferior or ineffective.
Of course, these site characterizations are like “snapshots in time” because
these partnerships enjoy ever-evolving developmental trajectories. For ex-
ample, today’s coordinative partnerships can evolve into collaborative part-
nerships (Lawson 2003). Additionally, collaborative partnerships can be de-
volve into coordinative partnerships. In fact, all five partnerships have the
inherent potential to devolve into loosely coordinated networks (Mattessich et
al. 2001) or, for that matter, to dissolve completely.
Youth-led versus adult-led partnerships.—The other classification is critical to the
new genus of partnerships represented by ACT for youths. Adult-oriented and
led partnerships for youths may be contrasted with youth-led partnerships.
Youth-led partnerships provide leadership roles and responsibilities for young
people, which also allocates to them considerable power and authority ( Jones
and Perkins 2005, 2006; Zeldin et al. 2000). These special partnerships have
a counterpart in schools—youth-led school improvement (Mitra 2003). In both
schools and communities, adult roles, responsibilities, and relationships with
youths are recast, especially as adults “get out of the way” and empower
youths as leaders (Camino 2000; Mitra 2005, 2006). This kind of leadership
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fosters opportunities for the development of initiative (Larson 2000), and it
also is a driver for youth engagement—cognitive, behavioral, and affective
(Fredricks et al. 2004). When partnerships nurture both youth engagement
and initiative, and when participating schools also emphasize them, they have
generated a powerful school improvement resource and perhaps a related
resource: school connectedness (Blum 2005).
Youth leadership in schools and communities offers untold opportunities
for powerful process innovations (new operational processes) and new oper-
ational structures called product innovations (Lawson 2004). These innova-
tions derive in part from what Wehlage and colleagues (1989) have called
“educational entrepreneurship.” Here, the Urban Borough site’s achievements
are noteworthy, especially in catalyzing the development of a new high school.
In the same vein, Valley County’s achievement of having youths serve on the
governing boards of five agencies is a progress indicator, and the same can
be said of Harmony County’s enfranchisement and empowerment of youths
through planning council membership. It is especially noteworthy that in Lake
County, youths now serve on school boards!
Arguably, all five partnerships began as adult-led partnerships for youths,
and all have retained some vestiges of their origins. Both Valley County and
Harmony County can be characterized as adult led, and the same can be
said of President County and Lake County. More specifically, some of these
adult-led partnerships can be more precisely classified as partnerships for
youths led by human service professionals (e.g., educators, social workers,
health-care workers, and juvenile justice specialists) employed by governments
and community agencies.
As with the first classification, this second classification characterizes part-
nerships via snapshots in time. Doubtless all will continue to evolve. That said,
the shift from adult-led partnerships, and especially professionally driven part-
nerships, entails a revolutionary shift in thought, practice, operational struc-
tures, and processes.
Leadership and Infrastructure
Data from all five sites indicate the importance of leadership (Lawson 2004;
Warren 2001), especially collaborative, distributed, and adaptive leadership
by each partnership’s leaders across organizational and community boundaries
(Rubin 2002). Notably, key partnership leaders in all sites served as inter-
mediaries—boundary spanners, boundary crossers, linkage agents, and re-
source mobilization experts. They needed to know their constituencies and
communities, especially their youths. And some leaders shared responsibilities
with and distributed leadership opportunities to youths.
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The Urban Borough’s operations showcase the value of youths as leaders,
along with a leadership development plan that builds successive generations
of youth leaders for a youth-led partnership. The leaderships in Valley County
and President County demonstrate planning and progress indicators aimed
at developing more youth leadership. The leadership development experiences
of President County and Urban Borough indicate the importance of em-
ployment for youths, which makes leadership a material reality and not just
a symbolic opportunity.
Intermediary organizations also play critical roles, having neutral-convening
and information-conveying functions. They also provide infrastructures for
leadership, management, and governance (Lawson 2004; Warren 2001). Sites
in this study proceeded with intermediary help from community organizations
(including schools), the county, or some combination of local organizations
and government.
Partnership infrastructure is especially important for both practical and
research-related reasons. Arguably, the research in this area, at least where
youth development partnerships are concerned, is incomplete. For this reason,
the different partnership infrastructures identified in this study are particularly
salient to future research and practice. Valley County’s infrastructure, President
County’s councils, Harmony County’s infrastructure, and Lake County’s ap-
proach provide important alternatives for future research and local practice.
Core work groups both stem from and comprise this infrastructure, enabling
work to get done without the sometimes unwieldy problems caused by too
many stakeholder partners.
Contagion Effects
These case studies are instructive of how good news spreads (“contagion ef-
fects” in intervention language), and the partnership grows as it does. Success
stories travel quickly through informal networks and comprise the essence of
a partnership’s promotional materials and social marketing campaigns.
Through informal networks, formal promotions, and social marketing, these
social contagion effects are evident in all five sites.
The Urban Borough’s contagion effects are especially noteworthy. Here,
young people from other city boroughs come to the ACT 4 Youth site for
the multiple opportunities and resources it provides. “Build it and they will
come,” the phrase from the film Field of Dreams (1989), is an apt descriptor
for what happened at this site, demonstrating the power and appeal of uni-
versal, nonstigmatizing programs for youths led by youths.
In the same vein, the escalating number of partners, programs, services,
and participants in all five sites is also noteworthy. This growth in numbers
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attests to the positive momentum successful partnerships develop. Some of
this momentum is attributable to skillful leadership provided by core organizers
and intermediary persons skilled at bridge building.
Conclusions and Selected Implications for School Improvement
Although no one partnership has achieved all of the five outcomes, all five
ACT partnerships have achieved at least one of the five outcomes. And some
have made progress in relation to two or more of the others. The theories of
change derived from them formalizing action-oriented knowledge and un-
derstanding about partnership development. These partnership trajectories,
commonalties, similarities, and predictable uniqueness facilitate replication
and scale-up, and they also pave the way for future policy and research.
The theories of change presented in this study are like human skeletons.
They provide compelling structures. The accompanying case descriptions pro-
vided for each site comprise their physiology. These descriptions bring to life
the success stories and provide terse accounts of why and how they eventuated.
Together they supply the kind of knowledge prioritized by Gambone et al.
(2002). For example, they provide knowledge about what must change in
communities to facilitate positive youth development and also about how to
develop the conditions and capacities in schools, other youth organizations,
and communities to realize positive youth development processes and out-
comes. In brief, this knowledge informs comprehensive school-community
designs for young people’s education and healthy development. When these
designs are effective, young people are enveloped by developmental supports
that are characteristic of caring communities (Wehlage et al. 1989).
Every partnership has the potential to become a school improvement re-
source. Reciprocally, schools can and do contribute to partnership develop-
ment, institutionalization, and sustainability. When successful partnerships de-
velop, no one assumes that young people automatically enjoy developmental
supports, nor are schools stand-alone, walled-in organizations in which edu-
cators are expected to “do it all, alone.”
In this light, this study indicates that these five partnerships have the potential
to provide important school improvement resources and also to catalyze pro-
found institutional changes via democratic processes and structures (Warren
2001). In other words, partnerships can be mechanisms for civic capacity
(Camino 2000; Stone 2001)—whereby people work together to solve impor-
tant problems and achieve important goals. Developing these capacities is a
related, but separate, agenda. This capacity building requires leadership pro-
grams, responsive training, consultation, and technical assistance, especially
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as individuals and groups acquire new knowledge and competencies, while
“unlearning” others. All five partnerships have made considerable strides in
all of these areas.
Where these five partnership sites are concerned, the most important new
capacity is the willingness and ability of adults, especially human service pro-
fessionals, to view youths as assets and experts, with some adults striving to
make these partnerships youth led. That just two partnerships (Urban Borough
and Lake County) apparently completed this journey in record time is not an
indictment of the others. Rather, it provides a reminder of the time, support,
and resources that these partnerships require. It also is a reminder of the need
to view partnerships as special interventions—suitable for some priorities, but
not for others.
Arguably, the best partnerships are ones in which school leaders are core
partner-leaders. For example, superintendents are key leaders “at the table,”
and they help facilitate strategic bridge building between community partners
and their schools and district. They leave to individual schools or clusters of
them the day-to-day operations and problem solving associated with bridging
and resource sharing. Other school leaders and representatives perform the
everyday, “close to the ground work”—what Camino (2000) calls “daily
rhythms.” For example, principals and staff such as school social workers (An-
derson-Butcher et al. 2006) are prepared to serve as school-family-community
coordinators and partnership “connectors” (Lawson 2003)
Unfortunately, not all of the schools and districts involved in these ACT
for Youth partnerships are benefiting and contributing. For example, a su-
perintendent in Valley County informed one of the researchers that the local
ACT partnership was a nuisance and represented yet another community
effort to gain access to school facilities and claim precious school resources.
This walled-in orientation is not unusual, and it also is understandable and
predictable. In a nutshell, some school leaders lack knowledge and under-
standing about these partnerships and their potential, and people in their
schools and districts lack both readiness and collaborative capacity (Foster-
Fishman et al. 2001).
This analysis has come full circle when it returns to the import of com-
munity-based, youth development partnerships to expanded models for school
improvement. Strategic bridges to these partnerships promise to yield im-
mediate and sustainable benefits. If this analysis helps build school leaders’
readiness and capacity to strategically expand the boundaries of school im-
provement through partnership bridge building, it has achieved its primary
aim.
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Notes
The authors appreciate the recommendations from three anonymous reviewers and
also the support of the New York State Department of Public Health.
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